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ASTRACT

Avatars and anthropomorphic characters by marketers are becoming more commonplace on commercial
web sites. Moreover, a trend among marketers is to use ethnically ambiguous models in advertising to
appeal to specific consumer segments. This study helps our understanding of not only how best to seg-
ment and appeal to racially diverse consumers but how people interact with virtual human agents in
relationship to the literature on audience response to real humans. It was predicted that Blacks would
respond more positively to a Black agent, than they would to either a White agent or an ethnically am-
biguous agent. It was also expected that Whites would show no difference in their response based on the
race of the computer agent. The findings demonstrate that Blacks had more positive attitudes toward a
computer agent, had more positive attitudes toward a web site and recalled more product information
from a site when the site featured a Black agent vis-a-vis a White agent. Whites showed no significant
response difference concerning the agent, the brand or the site based on the racial composition of the
computer agents. Interestingly, the ethnically ambiguous character was overall just as effective in per-
suading both White and Black browsers as were the same-race agents.

Technological advancements in computing,
communication technologies and information
management have significantly altered the na-
ture of mass media within the last two decades
(Chaffee & Metzger, 2001). The establishment
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of a virtually limitless wave of channels through
increasing broadband connectivity and new
technological developments has ultimately led
to the ‘demassification’ of the media (Chaffee
& Metzger, 2001; Tharp, 2001). The enhanced
bi-directionality of communication by virtue of
the new information age, has provided users with
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significantly enhanced capabilities to transmit and
retrieve information, especially when compared
to the mass society era. Individuals now have ac-
cess to information from a wide array of sources
and amplified interactive access (Papacharissi &
Rubin, 2000). In addition to this, however, users
also have improved capabilities to create and
contribute content themselves. Users have more
control in the way content is disseminated and
received, all at less financial and temporal costs
than ever before (Chaffee & Metzger, 2001). In
the ongoing march toward media convergence the
enhanced ability of users to share information with
each other has led to a significant increase in in-
terpersonal influence (Subramani & Rajagopalan,
2003). Particularly in today’s current commercial
media framework, media outlets, advertisers, and
marketers are well advised that they no longer sell
goods and services to individual consumers, but
are actually in the business of selling goods and
services to networks of customers (Rosen, 2000).
Other problems faced by mass marketers intoday’s
mediaenvironment include the resultant shrinking
of traditional mass audiences, and the inability of
traditional marketing efforts to capture and hold
the attention of their audience.

With ever-increasing informational and in-
teractive access (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000),
consumers are becoming increasingly difficult to
reach and their attention equally difficult to attain
much less to hold (Rosen, 2000). With so many
offerings and available channels, consumers are
hardly able to differentiate one company’s offer-
ings from another, particularly in e-commerce
settings. This has motivated advertising agencies
to develop new and innovative ways to capture
the attention of their audiences.

Companies are increasing using digital media
like the Internet, which offer unique features that
may enhance the persuasive effects of advertis-
ing and other strategic communication efforts by
allowing information to be presented in a multi-
modal format that takes advantage of animation
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and instantly playing audio and video—rich media.
Companies utilizing their web sites to promote
their brand can benefit from the multi-sensory
interaction of sight, sound, and motion. Unlike
simple text-only or text-picture appeals, com-
mercials and video clips on the web can be better
used to “convey a mood or image for a brand as
well as to develop emotional or entertaining ap-
peals that help make a dull product appear more
interesting” (Belch & Belch, 2001, p. 354). The
perceptually pleasing ability of digital, rich, and
vividly presented information on a commercial
web site may be inherently interesting, attention-
getting, thought-provoking, image producing,
emotionally arousing and easy to elaborate upon
(Appiah, 2006; Kim, Kardes, Herr, 1989; McGill
& Anand, 1989).

A particularly important way to capture audi-
ences’ attention and increase the entertainment
value and customer satisfaction in virtual shopping
environments is to use computer-generated charac-
ters or “avatars” on digitally rich commercial web
sites (Holzwarth, Jaiszewski, & Neumann, 2006).

Computer-Generated
Anthropomorphic Agents:
Avatars and Agents

Computer-generated anthropomorphic charac-
ters are computer agents or avatars that have
been provided human traits or qualities, such as
computer generated faces (Gong & Nass, 2007).
Computer-generated anthropomorphic characters
are frequently imbued with the ability to speak
through either computer-generated speech or
prerecorded natural speech (Gong & Nass, 2007).
These virtual humans are a new and increasingly
prominent type of digital communicator, and
are being used in many capacities. For instance,
virtual humans have been utilized as computer
interface agents (Gong & Nass, 2007; Lee &
Nass, 2002), as avatars or virtual representations
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